Abstract. Mate choice in the zebra finch, Taenopygia guttata, has been extensively studied and the results have been thought to provide support for the hypothesis that females prefer brightly coloured males even in a monogamous species. A bright, red beak colour was seen as the important feature upon which females based their preference. However, many recent studies have failed to find any effect of beak colour on female preference, and some suggest that females use display rate to choose a mate. The evidence provided by various zebra finch studies is critically examined and two possible explanations for why the results differ are suggested. First, there may be a hierarchy of choice criteria with display rate being more important than beak colour. Second, it is possible that female preference for male beak colour depends on female experience of males during maturation. Finally studies on the role of beak colour in zebra finches should consider the possibility that it is males rather than females who are responding strongly to beak colour differences between the sexes.
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The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
Many studies investigating mate choice have shown that females choose between males on the basis of both behavioural (Loffredo & Borgia 1986; Alatalo et al. 1990, etc.) and morphological (Gibson & Bradbury 1985; Andersson 1994; Møller 1994) characteristics. Larger or brighter males are often the most preferred (Andersson 1982; Clutton-Brock et al. 1982; Brodsky 1988; Milinski & Bakker 1990; Petrie et al. 1991) . Female choice is thought to play a major part in the evolution of many male characters, and the effects and consequences of this preference have been modelled extensively (Kirkpatrick 1982; Pomiankowski 1988; Grafen 1990; Iwasa et al. 1991, etc.) . Preferences are seen in both polygamous and monogamous birds. In the latter, preferred males may pair earlier, with higher quality females, and obtain more extra-pair copulations (Birkhead et al. 1988; Burley & Price 1990; Norris 1990; Houtman 1992) .
Zebra finches, Taenopygia guttata castanotis, are a monogamous, dimorphic estrildid. The dimorphism includes beak coloration, males having redder beaks than females (Burley & Coopersmith 1987) . Zebra finches have been thought to provide unambiguous support for the hypothesis that brighter males are preferred even in monogamous species, and indeed are seen as the archetypal example. They have been used as a model species to understand many of the questions about how the evolution of bright male characters can occur in a monogamous species. For example, preferred (bright) males obtain higher quality mates (Burley et al. 1994 ) and more extra-pair copulations (Houtman 1992; Burley et al. 1994) . They are frequently cited as proof of female choice for bright males in monogamous species. Given that this is a model species, do the results of the numerous studies support the hypothesis that brighter males are preferred as mates? Burley & Coopersmith (1987) showed that female zebra finches preferred males with red beaks to those with orange. They hypothesized that female preference for red beak colour in males occurs for two main reasons. First, it indicates male condition with males who are in poor condition or ill having paler beaks; second, males that are breeding have less red beaks. So females choosing a male with a red beak will be choosing a non-breeding, healthy male. However, recent
